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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, April 4th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon, I am interviewing Dr. Andy Walker,
Department Head for Instructional Technology & Learning Sciences in the College of Education
in Human Services at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the Covid
Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project
graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Dr. Walker.

AW:

Good afternoon. I’m so glad you guys are doing this. What a great project.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at Utah State University, and what were the various different
positions you’ve served in during your USU [Utah State University] career?

AW:

Well, I am a long-time Aggie. I actually did both my master’s and my PhD here, so from a
technical perspective I started back in 1999. My first faculty job was at Lehigh University in
Pennsylvania. So I did that for three years after finishing my PhD and then came back here as
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faculty in 2005. And from there I worked up faculty ranks, and I’ve now been a department head
for seven years.
TW:

And before the Covid outbreak and subsequent pandemic, what was the focus or the scope of the
research, as well as your teaching efforts with the Department of Instructional Technology and
Learning Services?

AW:

Yeah, so before—Learning Sciences…

TW:

Sorry.

AW:

Before I took over as department head, I taught some of our programming classes in Flash and
Unity. I taught like a teacher technology professional development and problem-based learning
special topics class. So, yeah, kind of a pretty decent range of course work. As a department head,
I don’t have a lot of time to teach anymore, so currently I teach a pro seminar class for all of our
starting doctoral students.

[02:05]
And that happens every single fall. On the research side, let’s see. So, I do a fair bit of work with
technology teacher professional development. I’m pretty passionate about problem-based
pedagogies, so things like problem-based learning, project-based learning, inquiry, and I’ve
woven that into teacher professional development work in the past. I also get into some
interesting methodologies. So I’ve done a lot of work with metanalysis and one of the real
frustration points in educational research—it’s not really a frustration point; it kind of follows the
natural evolution of research over time. Once you find out that, like, a problem-centered
pedagogy is effective, you stop running traditional instruction and PBL [problem-based learning]
comparison studies and you start to look at refining the PBL [problem-based learning] process.
So, you might do a couple different variations on problem-based learning and compare those two
to see which one is better for your learner population and the content that you’re teaching and all
that good stuff. When you do that, it makes metanalysis really tough, so I’ve gotten into
something called Bayesian network metanalysis which lets you compare multiple treatment
designs that are extremely common in educational research. So between that and heirarchical
linear modeling and, other ways to look at nesting of data, yeah, I get pretty passionate on the
methodology side too.
TW:

So if we were to go back into the March 2020, or maybe even before March 2020, when we first
were learning about Covid, how did it affect you as a department head, as well as your faculty
members?

[04:13]
AW:

Yeah, it’s a great question. Yeah, it felt like, that was the semester that felt like three years, I
think. I remember, you know, hearing some rumblings and you’d hear some news stories, even
really late into 2019. I distinctly remember thinking, Well this doesn’t feel like that big of a deal.
Like, I don’t remember doing a lot of planning ahead of time until, you know, things started to
get much more serious. And then it felt like they were moving extremely fast. Yeah, so fast that it
was really challenging to keep pace with. We hired a brand-new faculty member who started that
January. So she was around for just, you know, a few months before we hit the shutdown. We
were also partway through another couple of faculty searches. So, I had one faculty start just a
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couple months before the pandemic hit. And keep in mind that, for us, a lot of our new faculty
orientation stuff happens the summer before. All right, so already, you know, she’s not as, like,
oriented as a faculty member who starts, say, in August. We do everything we can to help people
feel grounded and get to know the local context, and it’s still a challenge. And then I had one
faculty who started, like, that next August and one who started in July of that summer. So, there’s
three faculty in our department who had never known, like, a non-pandemic context for Utah
State University. It’s a really interesting way to start a fundamentally different role. Like, all
highly accomplished individuals, all doing a fantastic job and all have still never been in a
meeting room in front of all of their faculty colleagues.
[06:13]
So, that was one kind of major shift, is bringing on brand-new faculty members during the midst
of a pandemic. I think the teaching was a huge shift. Now, keep in mind, I’m not teaching a lot of
classes. In our department, we offer three master’s degrees, just recently started a bachelor’s
degree, which is maybe something we should circle back to, and then a doctorate and an EDS. So,
we do have a couple certificate programs thrown in there, but the vast majority of our students are
still at the master’s level. Most of those students take their classes online. So this is a context that
we are very familiar with, and I feel like this transition for us was a lot easier than it was for other
departments. I did have one faculty member teaching a digital making and learning class and it
was interesting to be on, like, our department head executive committee and you hear… Like,
you’re watching kind of the university’s real-time response, just a step back from those central
administrators. I think they did an excellent job. But you would see, like, the evolving picture
kind of over that weekend. Right? Like, we were heading into that shutdown. As I remember, the
context was, Students are going out on spring break and, basically, we don’t want them to come
back, necessarily. We don’t want them to go home, potentially get Covid, come back, you know,
spread it around with each other, and then go back home. So that’s where they landed. That’s not
where they started, and over a three-day period I had a faculty member who was wondering, like,
So, am I going to have face-to-face classes, or am I not going to have face-to-face classes?
[08:14]
Can we, you know, effectively manage these kinds of distance things? What would it look like
for, like, sanitizing things? Could we have, like, a no-contact version of this where… And this is
a very, kind of tangible class where people are, you know, working with circuitry and
programmable objects and creating projects on their own. They need access to materials and they
need to do it in a safe way. So, like, her plan changed like three times basically over the weekend
in order to figure out how she was going to get through the rest of the semester with these
students. So that was kind of the closest approximation I had to somebody who was trying to
manage this teaching context. Are we okay?
TW:

Yeah, no.

AW:

Okay.

TW:

The next question I had was, so we closed down. We actually closed down for eight days.

AW:

Yeah, yeah.

TW:

How many of your classes were face-to-face that needed to move to online?

USU COVID-19 2022: DR. ANDY WALKER

3

AW:

I don't think we had a ton, and the ones that we did already had an online version of those classes,
with the exception of this digital making and learning class. Yeah, the other exception would be
we have a doctoral seminar class, 7300, that’s a research-based class. And that one was a pretty
easy migration to online. Like, our seminar classes, instead of having them in the room, we just
had those conversations via Zoom instead. So a lot of those were much, much easier transitions
than… This was like our first, like, I’m hearing in DHEC [Department Head Executive
Committee], you know, we’ve got this lab class or this field-based experience and we’re not sure
how we’re going to replicate that for our students.

[10:11]
We didn’t have a ton of those classes except for this digital making and learning class. Yeah.
TW:

How did, or did any of what happened that spring semester of 2020 affect the graduate students
that were in midstream in that semester, maybe were working on master’s theses or master’s
projects?

AW:

Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’ve got two kind of interesting ideas. One is along the lines of human subjects
research. Before we get there, I’d love to chat about the Center for Instructional Design and
Innovation, or CIDI’s response to the pandemic. So, I really feel like Provost Galey wisely
enlisted the aid of Robert Wagner early on. As they were doing some of this planning and
deciding, you know, can we figure out something face-to-face and quickly regressing back to, this
needs to be purely online. And then realizing what a heavy lift this is going to be for our faculty.
So right around the time they were making the decision, and I have this intentional strategy as a
department head of taking bad news and ripping it off like a Band-Aid, so when something is an
evolving picture, and sometimes this works out really well and sometimes, you know, it
understandably ups the anxiety level, I communicate that pretty transparently through to my
faculty. So they’re kind of getting this real-time feed of, you know, here’s where we’re leaning.
And I try to be pretty intentional about, you know, this is a done deal, or this is an evolving
picture and I’d love to get your input. So they kind of had eyes up, keep in mind, with just a
handful of days of some of these perspective changes happening. And one of my faculty, Kristy
Bloxham—Dr. Kristy Bloxham I should say—whose professional practice faculty member for us,
and really did a lot of years as a practitioner, especially for Silicon [unclear] companies, which is
what we absolutely love about her, had this, like, late-night thought.

[12:19]
I think this is an email I got at like 11:00 at night, saying, you know, We do this stuff. I wonder if
CIDI [Center for Instructional Design and Innovation] would benefit from, like, I just wonder if
we could help in any way. It was, you know, a pretty open invitation. She said, You know, I’d
love to help out. Maybe our students would love to help out. And I immediately passed that
thought onto Robert Wagner and Neal Legler who runs CIDI [Center for Instructional Design and
Innovation]. I think John Louviere was in the mix, too. And they were like, Oh my gosh. So you
know a good chunk of the people who work over in AIS [Academic and Instructional Services]
and also for CIDI [Center for Instructional Design and Innovation] are our alumni, and we really
value those relationships and they do absolutely fantastic things over there. We’d already, for a
couple years, been working with Neal on having some interns over there, so there are already
some of our students doing paid work over there. Yeah, they were immediately responsive. They
said, Oh, this would be, you know, really, really helpful. And this is all pre-Cares funding. Right?
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So nobody knew what the financials for this would look like at all. We reached out to our
students and faculty and said, Hey, if anybody has capacity, I think other departments are getting
hit with this much heavier than we are. Would you be willing to help out? And the response was
just, yeah. Now that I’ve told this story a few times, I’m less emotional about it, but as it was
happening, I was pretty emotional about it. Yeah, really great response. Not every faculty
member had capacity to participate, but a good chunk of our students, including students who,
like, they're in the middle of collecting their doctoral dissertation research, or analyzing their
dissertation research. Incredibly busy people.
[14:13]
And lots of people who were also, you know, currently practitioners and trying to figure out what
their 40-hour work week looked like, and you know, maybe they're at home being teachers for the
first time in their lives while they're juggling their fulltime job and offering to do this kind of
outreach. But I distinctly remember an informational session that Neal Legler put together, and it
was like this crash course. Like, all hands on deck, we need to help faculty figure out migrating
their classes online, and we’re going to show you everything you need to know about Canvas to
kind of get you started. And I’m looking at this room. It’s in the basement of the Distance Ed
building and it’s about three-quarters full. And about half the people are our current students who
are in this room figuring out how to walk somebody through an online course migration and
Canvas. They had no sense at the time that they’d be compensated for their efforts, so they were
willing to volunteer at this level. We then later found out that through Cares funding they were
able to compensate these students. So they ultimately got paid for their work, which is wonderful,
but it’s terrific that they were, for the good of the whole, willing to pitch in. In a lot of ways our
response was so good, and Kristy Bloxham did a great job kind of coordinating between CIDI
[Center for Instructional Design and Innovation] and our students, that we had outreach from…
Well, first of all I had alumni, because I broadcast this message pretty widely. I had alumni,
because that's how great our department history is, willing to step in and help out. We ultimately
didn’t need them, but I also heard of other universities, like Weber State University, reached out
and said, Hey, you guys did such a great job with this in the spring. Would you be willing to help
us this summer, as we’re doing some online course migration?
[16:13]
I think that was more of a best practices sharing kind of mode, but, yeah. And we did a lot of, you
know, sharing back and forth. They had great ideas on how to handle graduation and, yeah. So I
was just really touched at the level of response. I was also touched at what we were entrusted to
do. So, you know, some of the classes I was describing, like, let’s just take this discussion and
move it to Zoom. That’s fall-out-of-bed easy. Other classes like, How do I take this, you know,
geology lab and this field-based experience and migrate it online? Much more challenging and
difficult. And those were the classes that our students were asked to help migrate. Not the lowhanging fruit, not the stuff that’s easy. It’s, We’re going to throw real challenges your way.
TW:

Real-life, practical experience.

AW:

Yeah, yeah.

TW:

And build your resume with this kind of stuff.
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AW:

Exactly, exactly. So, I mean, just amazing experiences for our students, and it’s a function of
what everyone else has done in this program. Right? It’s a curriculum that sets them up for
success, which our faculty were all closely involved in revisioning and professional practice
faculty member who had a great idea and was willing to support it, and a history of alumni put in
really key positions at this university. So it was fun to watch, for sure. The other thing I promised
you was human subjects research. Right? So, as you can imagine, if the university is shut down,
doing school-based data collection is shut down, and lots of other, you know, in-person research
just went off like a light switch. It didn’t happen overnight. Right? But our Associate Dean for
Research, Shawn Whiteman, was really forward-thinking. After we had kind of settled in and
gotten through the initial shock value of the pandemic, entered that phase where we could plan
ahead of time for what it’s like to have, say, online classes in the fall of 2020.

[18:17]
And he really made this pivot. So, he sent out a message to department heads saying, I want to
recognize how challenging it is to do human subjects research right now. And this was before
there was any window for, like, an amended protocol for how do you want to do this safely. It
was just, You’re not doing any of this right now. And he put together a couple of, like, seminars
basically. Drew in like three to four researchers in the college who do non-human subjects either
analysis or full research studies. And one of them was specifically on metanalysis, so there were
three of us faculty who presented on that. You always love talking about your research passions,
but I got several contacts from students who were doing work in that space and were interested in
expanding into some different areas. And there’s also one about, I think, video and audio and
other kind of resource analysis techniques, somewhere on the qualitative research side. And I
thought, What an amazing idea to try and set students up for success. You know, responses across
the board, I think, were really terrific. We had a provost who was strongly encouraging
department heads, like, you know, this is a challenging context. If you have faculty who have
experienced slowdowns because of human research subjects data collection, or just had to, you
know, change their plans for a variety of circumstances, have the conversation with them about
whether or not they want to extend their tenure clock, which makes total sense. And I had, you
know, one faculty choose to do that and another faculty member chose to go up within cycle.
[20:14]
I just think any opportunities for, like, breathing room are… It’s exactly the kind of human
response that you hope for and it’s exactly the kind of response that we had and offers that we
had from our central administrators.
TW:

Dr. Walker, did most of your faculty work in offices on the campus at Utah State University? Did
they work hybrid, where they worked some at home and some at the university? Or were they
mostly working from home and doing remote instruction, advising, and stuff? And if…

TW:

Whichever those was, yeah.

TW:

How did the response of moving classes to remote for the remainder of that spring 2020 semester
work out for you and your faculty?

AW:

Yeah, like I said, I think this was an easier transition than it was for lots of other departments. I
want to take care to provide that extra context, you know, of you mentioned Cindy, and I think
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there are, you know, departments that, whether performance-oriented or for other reasons, like
that in-person interaction that’s just so key to what they do. I’m still kind of in awe of how they
managed those things. But for us it was a much easier lift. Right? Like, just taking content that’s
already got an online section and, you know, pushing that at the students who are in the face-toface section is a lot easier. So in the moment, we quickly, you know, changed faculty meetings to
be online only. Most people, I think, worked from… I spent several weeks working from home,
not setting foot in the office. And, for me, I love that you’re getting multiple perspectives on this
pandemic because I think within that spring semester, I was back in the office so that we could
maintain a presence.
[22:16]
You know, we were cycling through, right, so that we wouldn’t need to sanitize, you know, as
rigorously. Like, you’d spend, like, the week there. The weekend would be your three-day period
and then someone else could kind of hold down the fort. Where I had an isolated office, I was
pretty much working up at the office. I’ll never forget one of the encouragement pieces from
Central was, So you’re going to have people who, you know, want to work at home. They’ve got
kids there that they're trying to kind of juggle multiple balls in the air. And you should try to find
ways to respect that if you can. You’re also going to have people who don’t want to be at home.
Like, they’re trying to avoid some distractions there. And you should honor it too. So I think
between us we had a pretty good mix of people who felt like they could be effective at home and
people who wanted to be away from those distractions and be in the office. And we could kind of
maintain a presence pretty early, way ahead of, like, let’s do our return to work. We had already
had a strong presence. For individual faculty, which is a great question, I think the bulk of people
were working at home. That’s the way they were choosing to manage the pandemic. One thing
I’m super grateful for as a department head, and I can’t count the number of ways that I’ve said
this or written it into formal documentation, it would be normal to expect a slow down in
productivity. Right? Because you’re having to fundamentally change the nature of the work
you’re doing. You have all of these distractions. You’re suddenly wearing, you know, two more
hats than you’re used to wearing, just forgetting about your job responsibilities. And never really
saw that from our faculty. Like, instead, like they’re writing productivity just shot through the
roof.
[24:14]
It was impressive to watch. You had asked about what happened kind of pre-pandemic and postpandemic, which is a really interesting way to slice up that pie. I am involved in a research group
out of Oregon State University. It’s a distance education office similar to—I don’t know that we
really have the equivalent here, but it would be like CIDI [Center for Instructional Design and
Innovation], where they're focused especially on distance learning. I guess Kevin Shanley runs a
unit that’s similar to that for us. And they very intentionally take on research projects as part of
their work. So they did their first project on analytics and then they approached me to cofacilitate.
Like, they’ll go and find a scholar, a researcher in a certain area and have them cofacilitate with
one of their staff. And they wanted to do one of a metanalysis of online learning. This was prepandemic. So we start this planning in fall of 2019 and were set to have our very first meeting of
this research group in the summer of 2020. And it’s exactly on this thing that’s hitting us all. So
we had to shift our plans. You’d meet throughout the year and you’d have this intensive face-toface session for one week in Corvallis, Oregon, which I’m from the Northwest and it’s an
USU COVID-19 2022: DR. ANDY WALKER
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absolutely beautiful place to be. So I was all in. Like, all you had to do was say, Corvallis, and I
was in on this research idea. But our very first meeting had to be on Zoom last summer and that
was kind of like a pre-planning session. And then we met again and our first, like, face-to-face
meeting is going to be this coming summer.
[26:14]
We’re going to have a go at a week-long session in Corvallis. But, yeah, just a fascinating,
extremely topical kind of research idea intersecting with this global pandemic.
TW:

So when the decision was made to have the students come back in the fall of 2020 semester—

AW:

Yeah.

TW:

…and I’ve already talked to representatives from Student Housing, from Resident Life, from
Dining Services, but the decision for many of the faculty, how many courses to offer face-to-face
versus online remote, what kinds of discussions did you have with your faculty for that fall 2020
semester?

AW:

Yeah. So we glommed on to the idea of the hybrid web broadcast, I think. I can’t remember what
they were calling it. Maybe face-to-face hybrid. There was one modality that we super can’t use
anymore. I’d have to go back and check my notes for what the label for it was. But basically it
was our default assumption is we will have this face-to-face. And if I’m sick as the instructor, or
if you’re sick as a person, we’ve committed to handling this class in a way that you could
participate remotely in the moment. So any of what would have been face-to-face classes were
taught that way. And a great example of that is the Pro-Sem [pro-seminar] class that I teach in the
fall. On paper, you meet each week with one of our faculty members on a rotational basis. You
write two papers. I grade both those papers. And all of us are kind of giving you exposure to the
research that we’re passionate about, and we’re also getting to know you as a doctoral student.
And that’s exactly it. So each week, it was, you know, is this faculty member going to be face-toface or are they going to be participating via Zoom remotely.

[28:14]
And I asked students, you know, what’s your preference for face-to-face versus remote. And that
was all laid out for faculty members. And, yeah, so that’s kind of how that went. I did do some
borrowing from some of our other faculty who are really intentional about kind of helping people
to feel like a proximity when you’re in online or participating remotely. I would do some things.
Like, typically for that class, you’re meeting everybody face-to-face. You get to know them. You
get to hear how they’re pronouncing their name. So I did like a phonetic spelling. So, here’s the
actual spelling, like a phonetic representation of how people pronounce their own names, just so
faculty had that ahead of time. Because they wouldn’t have seen them in an orientation session,
necessarily. So you had to do a few minor tweaks like that. But for us, since we played in both of
these worlds, it was easy to default to those. Like, it could be face-to-face or it could be remote on
a week-by-week basis. Yeah.
TW:

How did your students react to coming back fall of 2020? And these classes that you were
offering, were they mostly positive? Did you and your faculty communicate, hey if you’re having
issues, reach out to us? How did that work out?
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AW:

Yeah, I think for the most part, the reaction was positive. Oh, the other thing I should mention in
answer to your really good question about what was happening before and after. Before the
pandemic ever started, we started developing our first, and currently only—and I hope only
because it’s a lot to take on—bachelor’s degree program. So we went through the R401 process
to offer a bachelor’s in human experiences, design, and interaction.

[30:15]
On recommendations from one of our excellent faculty, we didn’t just jump off, you know, one
steep ledge. We piloted some of those classes starting fall of 2019, and our first official cohort
started in fall of 2020. So, yet again, because it’s intended to be an online-only degree, it’s not
like we were, you know, having to migrate all of those classes online. They were online to begin
with. But we were very much juggling, you know, what is it like to support our very first
bachelor’s degree, bringing on professional advising staff, you know, navigating these waters.
Like, it’s hard to get a sense for how heavy of a lift that is until you’re doing it. I remember
having a conversation with Larry Smith and saying, You know, we’re thinking of heading down
these lines. What is it like to start a bachelor’s degree? And he said, I don’t know. I don't know
anybody who’s ever done that. Like, start another bachelor’s degree where you already have an
infrastructure? That’s one thing. But to start a brand-new one, I don't know of any examples of
that at the university. So that was tough and we had, again, lots of central support, lots of really
highly qualified professional people helping us navigate those waters. And, again, seriously
benefitted from that being an online-only degree. And it’s one that pairs nicely with people who
work full-time. Maybe they're doing UX/UI [User Experience/User Interface] design. Maybe
they're doing, you know, product management. They're working for a silicon slopes company in
many capacities, so it was fall-out-of-bed easy from a recruiting perspective. And we hit our kind
of top end enrollment within, you know, a couple years here. So it was a really good experience,
but was also a challenging context pre- and post-pandemic. You asked me a great question that
I’ve forgotten already. What was it?
[32:14]
TW:

Well, I mean, I was going to ask you about recruitment actually.

AW:

Oh.

TW:

And you’re touching on it.

AW:

Yeah.

TW:

And that is, was there a struggle with recruiting? Especially the graduate program? How did that
look amongst the, you know, challenges that the Covid pandemic was already creating for your
faculty and your students that you already had in your program?

AW:

Yeah, yeah. It’s a great question. I think pre-pandemic, it has been a struggle to recruit
international students. And that’s true across the country as well as across our university. Postpandemic, there were some struggles involved there, not necessarily with getting applications
from students or even getting a commitment from them, but navigating their visas. So we had a
student who had four years of guaranteed funding as a PDRF [Presidential Doctoral Research
Fellowship] that’s joint-funded from the department and from our Vice President for Research
office, had to wait an entire year before she cleared the visa process and could actually show up
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on campus. And, again, kudos to our central administrators in the VPR office for being very
proactive, for monitoring the situation, and for quickly swooping in and saying, like, If you guys
are in, we’re in. We can hit the pause button on this funding for a year or however long it takes
for her to get this visa. And we can pick up, you know, right at the start when she finishes. For
sure, it’s been extremely challenging for students. I really value that Richard Cutler was
intentional in reaching out to graduate students. You know, those sessions, as well as those
surveys that highlighted mental health issues, absolutely the case for us. I probably saw double
the leave of absence requests that I normally get.’
[34:14]
And everything from extremely serious mental health issues, I’m talking in the abstract because,
you know, people’s information is their own too, and just, I’m wearing these two hats and it’s too
challenging for me to be my kids’ teacher and work full-time and tackle this graduate degree at
the same time. So, yeah, our range of those kinds of things, I think it did help us from a recruiting
perspective of people thinking about career changes. Like, I’m sitting at home for two weeks. I
have no better way to think about self-reflection. I’m having to do this job in a fundamentally
different way. Is this the job that I want to have? I think a lot of that helped with some of our
recruiting conversations. So, yeah, really good questions.
TW:

And you’re answering questions that I was going to ask you later on anyway, so it writes itself.
So could you compare and contrast not necessarily pre-Covid, Covid, but between the first
academic year of 2020-2021 and the second academic year of 2021-2022, and the experiences
that you as a department head, your faculty, the program, and the graduate students and
undergraduate students?

AW:

Yeah. You know, local context always matters. I say that quite a bit. And our Utah context, I
think, is impactful. Right? And in some ways, I think we’re ultimately benefitting as an institution
of higher ed. However, that comes with some pretty interesting challenges. So in the fall of 2021,
we were asked to hit 90% of our enrollments for pre-pandemic face-to-face classes.

[36:14]
And by spring of 2022, we were supposed to hit 100% of those prior face-to-face enrollments.
And all of that is pressure from our state legislature. And all of that is pressure they're getting
from moms and dads calling up their representative and saying, You know, my kid has started
this college experience as a freshman and has never set foot on campus. And I am absolutely livid
about this. Understandably so. Right? I mean, we’re here on campus to have the kind of
experience that I had as a graduate student here, only ramped up more. Like, typically I’m
wearing a Washington State University hat because that was my undergrad alma mater. Because I
have those experiences, I won’t tell you what year.
TW:

Relax.

AW:

A while ago.

[speaking unclear]
AW:

Actually, I think anything in the PAC12, I’m a happy guy. Like, you’re from the Northwest,
although PAC12 is definitely rescoped in its size. Yeah. Anywhere west of the Rockies, I
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automatically feel a ton of affinity. But those are the kinds of great experiences. Like, you want
somebody saying, Go Aggies. In order to say, Go Aggies, you either need to be in the room.
When you’re having this heavy lift of migrating all of the classes online or you need to be in the
football stadium or at a basketball game. Like, whatever your affinity space is, you need those
affinity experiences. So, I understand and respect the desire to have those affinity moments for
our students. And in a lot of ways, I think it’s saving us. I hear colleagues in other states where
the legislature is saying, You know, you guys got by through a pandemic with everybody
working from home. Why do we need all of these campuses? Let’s shut them down. Let’s save
some money. Let’s consolidate universities. Like, these are very threatening conversations that
we’re not having in the state of Utah because people want to have these traditional experiences.
[38:14]
So from that perspective, I think we’ve benefitted a lot in comparison to other states. But from the
other perspective, I’ve got, you know, multiple faculty and staff who have risk factors and who
are concerned about what is it like to interact with people. And now is this phase where, you
know, there’s very few masks on campus and, again, understandably so. So now you shift from,
this is super easy to how do we start to ease back into face-to-face interactions? I love the
encouragement of, you know, we do have some obligations to meet from a teaching perspective,
and let’s just be clear. Like, here’s what we can do. And I’ll talk through some of those mitigating
things in a minute. And, yeah, I think if it’s outside the classroom, then the doors open to other
kinds of scenarios. Like if you’re having a meeting, always have an online option for it because if
somebody gets sick, it’s easy for them to hop onto Zoom instead. In terms of classroom teaching,
I was always looking for what could we do that’s a little bit over and above. So, early on when
the Covid Cares funding was around, we looked at some air filtration systems. We looked at
putting those into classrooms, conference rooms, meeting spaces. And I made the offer, anybody
who feels high-risk, we can buy one of these things for your office. We looked at doing some
technology upgrades in our classrooms. Classroom Services did a fantastic job of doing this, by
the way. But we’ve gone and had further conversations about building additional capacity.
[40:14]
We’re not quite there yet. Like, we’re still playing catch up. But instead of tossing around the
virus ball of a passable mic, can we get some area microphones in, like you guys have in that
room in the library upstairs, so that you don’t need to pass off a microphone for people to
participate in person when there are others who are remote. So, yeah, I purchased for the first
return to fall of 2021, we purchased a lot of these KN-95 masks, which is, like, these don't need to
be custom fit. It’s not a technical heavy lift. That was a close conversation with Provost Galey,
where, you know, he and I were passing ideas back and forth. And, again, there’s restrictions on
what they can do at Central Administration and there’s things that departments can do to fill in
the gap. And probably the only other thing we did was have intentional conversations as a faculty
about how we want to tackle things. So everything from that hybrid face-to-face delivery format
to, guess what, we now actually have to teach or face-to-face classes face-to-face starting this
next year, to how do we want to handle our faculty meetings. And I distinctly remember, I guess
it would have been spring of 2021. Right? Because we had like the full shut down spring of 2020.
We did—you’re going to have to help me remember where we’re at. Covid feels like such a long
time period.
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TW:

Two years.

AW:

Yeah. Fall of 2020 is when we had the flexible formats, right? And I think where we had
autonomy as a department, we did all of our faculty meetings online that entire academic year. It
was one risk factor I could take off the table.

[42:14]
We’re used to it. I felt like we were productive. And in the spring of 2021, right at the end, I think
it was one of our last faculty meetings, I said, All right. Let’s have eyes up on this next academic
year. How do you guys want to tackle this scenario with our faculty meetings? I self-identify as a
pretty hardcore, not hardcore but I lean more on the introverted side. I feel like I’ve been living
my best life as a department head during the pandemic because I can see everybody’s faces. We
can share documents. You know, you can put stuff in the chat for follow-up later, and this is
really working well for me. And everybody was like, Yeah, yeah, let’s continue to do [zoom].
One of my three faculty that came during Covid or, you know, just before Covid approached me
after the faculty meeting and said, So, Andy, I love that you’re an introvert. I have never had a
chance to meet these people. And I wonder if you’d be open to us having a variety. Right? I’m
like, I’m so glad you approached me. Like, I understand the power dynamic here. That can be
threatening to ask a department head who has already weighed in on what I think is the best way.
And we landed on, we’ll have one where we’re encouraging face-to-face participation and we’ll
have one where it’s Zoom only. And in all cases, you can still participate via Zoom. So we do a
mix, precisely because I had a pre-tenure faculty member be vulnerable and say, I would love to
have hallway conversations, you know, before and after faculty meetings and get to know people
and do all the things that you take for granted when you’re starting these very challenging jobs.
TW:

So as a historian, I always look at events that are catalysts for change.

AW:

Hm-hm [affirmative].

TW:

And I think Covid is one of those catalysts for change.

AW:

Yeah.

TW:

So from your perspective as a department head and a faculty member at Utah State University,
what are those things that were changed or affected directly by the Covid outbreak and
subsequent pandemic that will become permanent?

[44:24]
AW:

Yeah, yeah. Normally I would tell you I think the idea of kind of place-free work, right, would
absolutely top the list. Yeah. And HR [Human Resources] has weighed in pretty mightily on if
you’re doing this work from out of state, then that’s going to come with some cost for us. And
that may still stick. Right? Because they most recently have said if this is grant-funded things, we
recognize you can't pay for those things and we won’t charge you for a soft money position. So
we had post-docs who lived here or just visited here for very short snippets of time and have
spent most of their time as a post-doc out of state. And I would expect, if it’s possible, for that
continue to be the norm. It allows you access to another research population, especially in our
field. These are jobs that I think you can do really well remotely, and certainly our post-docs who
have done that have shown that they can do it really well remotely. We remain committed to
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having an in-person doctoral program. Like, we have people who commute from as far away as
Salt Lake City and if they’re willing to put in that kind of driving time, we’re willing to support
them as doctoral students. We’ve got people who are ABD [all but dissertation] who get hired
away and make more than I do right as away. And that’s all well and good. I expect that. That
happened pre-pandemic. I expect that to happen post-pandemic too. But faculty are passionate
about their research and want to put together labs and want to have those kinds of experiences for
especially our advanced graduate students, like doctoral students. And I expect that will continue.
[46:24]
So, yeah, I’m always kind of thinking about higher education as this chess game and thinking
about how the chess game changes. And one of the things that should be happening as a result of
this, and I’ve been trying to help make happen, I call it my plan for world domination, is
recognizing the value of having our alumni in a position like CIDI [Center for Instructional
Design and Innovation]. So I got a call recently from one of our alumni at Western Washington
University who works in a similar kind of unit, helping faculty with their online classes. And I
said, You know, wherever you’re looking to hire for your next hire or your next internship, please
know that we have, you know, a great network of master’s students, some of whom are willing to,
you know, work remotely or come to…
TW:

Bellingham [WA].

AW:

Yeah, yeah. We’ve got undergraduate students who, you know, some of them have already done
internships with CIDI [Center for Instructional Design and Innovation]. They’d be looking for
their first job. They could be doing a master’s degree at the same time. Like, any of these kinds of
possibilities, where we’re building our… We already have a great network of alumni in business
and industry. I’ve come to know there’s a real power in having this extended network of alumni
who work in academic settings. It’s just a fast track to networking with sister programs and other
universities and really building out the reputation of the department.

TGRW: You had spoken on it briefly earlier, you said you taught doctoral seminars every fall. How did
you specifically see those students impacted? Do you have any specific stories you’d like to share
about?
[48:24]
AW:

Yeah, it’s tough because, you know, some of them are… It’s tough because you’re trying to
maintain that anonymity and privacy of students. But I’ve had a lot more conversations, either in
my office or via Zoom of here’s what happening in my life right now. This is why it feels like an
outsized thing. This is why I need a leave of absence or why I feel like I'm not, you know, living
my best life. I have a lot of conversations with students who need it. And this is something else I
really appreciate from Central. You know, they had to change their plans in research. One of my
own doctoral students, and there were eight of them that got Covid Cares funding for needing to
hit the reset button on their dissertation plans, but this data collection that I was planning on doing
is not a thing anymore and I need to fundamentally change my project. That’s going to push out
my timeline. I need either grace for when my classes start to drop off or I need grace for, you
know, funding and tuition because I’m going to have to extend into a new semester. So those
were really common. It’s a great question. That was a really common thing for me to here from
several of our students. And I appreciate that we have the tools at Utah State to help them
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navigate those scenarios. We’re a small department. You know, we’re going to be fully staffed
with faculty. Finished three faculty searches, one person who started in January and two more
who will start this coming fall. And when those two come, we’ll be at 14 faculty, which I
recognize puts us at one of the smallest departments on campus.
[50:12]
So we don’t have a lot of students and student workers, but I also appreciate, in fact I just signed
off my first, like, pay for our web administrator who had Covid and had to pause work and knew,
like, I cannot make people sick and I can still do the work that I need to do and still get
compensated for that work. And just another, I think, great response from the university. Yeah,
does that answer your question in terms of the kinds of things I was getting from the students?
TGRW: Of course. And then follow up on another point. So you spoke a lot about the successes and how
your department was kind of built perfectly to respond to something like this.
AW:

Yeah.

TGRW: Were there any stumbling blocks that you saw that specifically caused a little bit of a hesitation or
a faltering in response that you are hoping to change or fix or resolve in the future?
AW:

Yeah, that’s a great question. I think, yeah, I’m trying to puzzle through. I would say one of the
things is me being more intentional about asking open-ended questions instead of signaling where
I’m at. And a good example of that is the conversation about how do we want to handle faculty
meetings during the academic year that we’re almost done with this year. Right? So it’s a very
different message for me to say, All right. We need to be forward-thinking. We should be
thinking about how we want to tackle our meetings. What sounds good to you guys? As opposed
to, I’m an introvert living my best life. Let’s keep doing these things online. Those are very
different messages to send to faculty. And that’s something I’ve been working on for a while, that
I think when you are… I always think about, you know, having a face-to-face conversation you
can read social and verbal cues.

[52:12]
Zoom you get some of that. Email you get a lot less. Text you get way less. Right? So as you start
to get further and further from those social cues, you have to be more and more intentional about
just leaving breathing room and leaving space for people to have their own opinions and thoughts.
The other thing I’ve been doing is, and again, this is from picking up on… You can try to move
things forward with really good and intentional ways, and that could be a good thing. There’s also
a need to pause and think. Right? So very intentionally one of the lessons that I’ve learned is give
people some time and space, especially if it’s an impactful decision. So, like just this Friday I was
talking over teaching with one of our incoming faculty members. Before I put this word out for
fall classes to everyone else under the sun, I want to make sure they are teaching stuff that they’re
passionate about and interested in. And I said, All right. So we do have a tighter timeline because
I need to get some names into Banner here. But take the weekend, talk with your mentors. You
know, look over these syllabi one more time. Really think about the classes that you want to take
on because we’re wanting you to not prep a new class, like next fall. We’re hoping that whatever
you teach this fall is something that you’ll teach again down the road. And I just want you to feel
comfortable with that. So I’ll often say, especially to our pre-tenure faculty, take some time to
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think. Check with your mentors in and outside of Utah State University, and get back to me as
you're weighing these decisions. And that’s, without going into details, that’s born from, you
know, trying to push decisions through and trying to make stuff happen when people really do
need time to think before they react. So, yeah, great questions.
TGRW: And then you spoke to lessons learned. Is there any one significant lesson learned that you feel
that you’re going to take away from this personally or professionally or both?
[54:14]

AW:

So I had mentioned the chess game. Right? And some of that has been me growing into different
roles as a department head. Joining the DHEC [Department Head Executive Committee] or
chairing it this year, you start to get a sense for the wider whole. And I think my big lesson
learned is, as much as we’ve gone through change because of Covid-19, we go through similar
amounts of change each year as an institution. When you’re looking back, like pre-Covid, we
were set to have a monumental shift in the funding model for new buildings. I don't know if you
remember this or not, but they were transitioning from, We don’t want a grant-based economy as
a state legislature. We don’t want you to come hat in hand and say, Well, we really want to start
this new program or we really have this big need, or this thing is aging. They want you to come
with receipts in hand. Teaching is a core mission. Graduating students is what we seriously care
about. And they were set for, and I think we’re going to get back into this pretty soon, and I think
that’s part of the requirements of 90% and 100% this past year. Like show us the money. Show
that you have X number of teaching spaces with this kind of capacity, that you’re using them for
this many hours throughout the week with that many students in all of those seats. Like, show us
that you are using all of the thing that we as state legislators super care about you using, and then
we can talk about your need for a new building. That’s a huge restructuring for a university.
Right? We should be, you know, prioritizing, like, right-sizing our classroom spaces. So right
before the pandemic hit, John Mortensen, Jessica Hansen were seriously involved and deep into
these studies of how much are we using some of these classrooms.

[56;12]
And coming around and about to have the conversation of, Let’s right-size our teaching space.
Let’s maybe get rid of some of these large lecture halls that we’re never filling because they're
making us look really bad with these new metrics at the state legislature. So that’s a lot of detail
that you probably didn't need about how the chess game was shifting pre-pandemic. I think we
cycle through those things, you know, once every couple years. And this brought it into focus for
me, that, as a department head, as much as I can be forward-thinking on those bigger context and
what’s happening and what’s shifting, and how can we react as a department head, like change is
absolutely the constant. And you need to position yourself for success by paying attention, clearly
and transparently communicating to faculty about what the priorities are, and eliciting how they
want to tackle these things.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic?

AW:

Oh, that’s a good question. Let me look over my hastily written notes here. Yeah, I think we’ve
touched on most of the things. Yeah. The other thing that Covid did is laid bare some rough edges
and gaps for us as a university. So one of the gaps that became apparent really early on is our
provost has no way to email every instructor of record at this university. It’s bananas. If they are a
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doctoral student or if they’re like a semester-based instructor, just kind of a hired gun to come in
and teach a class, no way to communicate to them. With some really time-sensitive information.
[58:10]
So, yeah, that is a really fascinating context for me. Our instructors don't have access to, like, the
library, our semester-based instructors, and basic university services as they are planning for and
designing classes. So the university is full of highly accomplished, really intentional, good human
beings who want to make good things happen. And they’re all, all of us are at the business end of
these federal and state policies that just don’t always make the best sense. So, normally you’d
say, you know, this information flows pretty easily. Or it’s not that time-sensitive, right, and in
Covid, I think everything becomes more time-sensitive and it’s much harder for the information
flow to happen. So, yeah, that was a fascinating thing for me. And we’ll be learning for years to
come and try to improve for years to come too. Oh, and all of the sudden, we’re a Research One
institution now. Yeah, with all of the Research One institution expectations and none of the
Research One additional funding.
TW:

Dr. Walker, I would like to thank you for taking time this afternoon to discuss your experiences
with the Covid pandemic at USU.

AW:

Thank you. It’s been a true pleasure. Faculty always love to talk.

[End recording – 59:36]
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